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The
COVID-19
pandemic
has
brought
innumerable economic and mental challenges to
the global community. Among the various kinds
of businesses that were affected, the theater
industry experienced a substantial change, either
by closing down operations or changing its
system of delivery. Although this global
pandemic seems to be unprecedented, the
Spanish Flu, a deadly event in the early part of
the twentieth century, similarly caused nations to
close industries for public safety. The theater
industry was also affected during the Spanish Flu
in a way that resembles the current COVID-19
pandemic.

Economic Issues

Both the Spanish Flu and COVID-19 led to a
sudden loss of jobs and revenue to the theaterrelated workers, causing economic difficulties.
As the Spanish Flu began to spread globally,
causing suffering and death, the government of
Regina, the capital city of Saskatchewan, Canada,
ordered all entertainment facilities to close down
on October 16, 1918. The result of the closure
caused the theaters to lose approximately
$200,000 after two weeks, which is about $3.5
million today. Furthermore, the managers lost
about 8 to 10 million in 2020 dollars.1
Likewise, COVID-19 caused the theater industries
to set safety precautions to their performance by
conducting performances on Zoom, wearing
masks during performances, or cancelling shows.
For instance, Dreaming Zenzile planned to begin
its series of musical performances on March 18,
2020, but had to cancel a week before due to the
rapid spread of the virus. Broadway also
experienced a sudden shutdown of shows, which
significantly affected New York City’s economy as

Figure 1: "Caring for Spanish flu victims: American Red
Cross volunteers carry a Spanish flu victim, 1919. " by
British Red Cross. CC BY 2.0. Retrieved from:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/britishredcross/35254866
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Broadway had been supporting 96,900 jobs and
$14.7 billion in revenue.2

Inequality Issues
Not only did economic issues arise due to the
pandemic, but inequality issues arose as those with
privilege in society were able to resume their daily
lives without being significantly influenced by the
pandemic-related changes, while others were
greatly affected.
During the Spanish Flu, the Regina Theater,
which had 700 seats, was ordered to close due to
public health concerns, while the Auditorium
Rink, which had—at most—3,000 people gather
for an evangelistic service, was allowed to remain
open.3 The ironic situation where the place with
a greater number of seats remained open despite
having a higher probability of spreading the
disease conveys the inequity that existed during
the Spanish Flu.
The COVID-19 pandemic also led to situations
that revealed that inequity issues existed in
society. For instance, theater-related workers
who are Black, Indigenous, and People of Color
(BIPOC) have been historically underrepresented
in the theater industry; 85% of the directors at
nonprofit New York theaters and 94% on
Broadway
were
represented
by
White
4
Americans. As the pandemic continued and the
difficulties in sustaining one’s job became more
evident, about 300 BIPOC workers decided to
take a stance against this inequitable distribution
of theater-related jobs by beginning a campaign
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titled, ‘We See You, White American Theater’
(WSYWAT). In this ongoing campaign, the BIPOC
community demanded a minimum of 50% BIPOC
to have equitable presence in theater-related
jobs both on and off stage.5
Both pandemics exposed inequities that have
long existed in society, such as the unfair
privilege given to evangelical events during the
Spanish Flu and the underrepresentation of
BIPOC in theater-related jobs during COVID-19.
As a result of the increased attention toward
these inequities, society at large, and the theater
industry in particular has been given an
opportunity to take the first step toward
overcoming discrimination and inequity issues.

Final Repeat of History
It is now clear that although innumerable changes
occurred to the theater industry during the Spanish
Flu, life began to return to normal as facilities
reopened and as the public enjoyed live
performances once again. In Regina, it was reported
that hundreds of people were asked to come back
another time due to the overpopulation in the Rose
Theater on November 29, a day after the pandemic
restrictions were lifted. 6 There is no doubt that
today’s society nationwide is also eager to return to
the lifestyle before COVID-19 occurred, where all
facilities reopen. There is hope that a day will come,
just as it did with the Spanish Flu, when every
restriction regarding COVID-19 is lifted and
everyone returns to the mask-free days, repeating
the final step of history that the global pandemic in
1918 went through.
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